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Field Crops Newsletter:

August 14, 2000

In General:
Sorry for being a little late this month. I have been occupied with setting up a tour for some of the agents attending the NACAA
meeting in Jackson. Most of the agents around the state have spent a lot of time with this meeting. This was the first-ever meeting of the
National Association of County Agricultural Agents to be held in Mississippi. It’s over now and we can all get back to our real jobs.
This last month has been one of the hottest and driest on record, and as I am writing there seems to be no end to this torture. We
have had some welcome scattered rain, but the general rain we desperately need has somehow continued to elude us. A good soaking rain
could still help cotton and soybeans, but the corn is finished except for a very few late-planted fields.
Cotton:

Although fruit retention has been surprisingly good this year, I am very concerned about the prospect of low-weight bolls and
poor gin turnout. Cotton has proven its ability to tolerate hot and dry conditions better than our other crops, but there can be no doubt that
yields will be cut as a result of this terribly hot and dry summer.
Insect activity remained fairly light until the last few days when worms moved into many fields, particularly in the delta. Beet
and fall armyworms have invaded greener fields and threaten to damage tender bolls. The new products like Steward and Denim seem to
be doing a fairly good job, but moths are still in fields laying eggs; keep a close watch on this situation. We are nearing the point when
bolls will begin to harden enough to discourage armyworm feeding in the lower part of plants, but upper bolls will remain vulnerable for 2
to 4 more weeks.
Diseases are beginning to show up in some fields. Verticillium wilt is particularly visible, and will certainly affect yields. Early
defoliation of these fields may be needed so that harvesting can be done before plants deteriorate to the point that locks fall out. Bronze
wilt is also apparent in several varieties, but I have only seen a couple of fields where the level of this disease will cause noticeable yield
loss. Bronze wilt has been visible since early in the season, but in many cases fruit was not shed for some reason, disqualifying the
condition as “typical”, however I have little doubt we have identified the condition correctly. It’s ironic that in this era of biotechnology
we still have no firm diagnosis for this problem; we are not even sure what causes it.
While visiting with Dr. McCarty at MSU last week he showed me photos of two new diseases which are appearing in North
Carolina and Louisiana. Cutting bolls and noting a pink discoloration of the interior of developing seed identifies the one being found in
NC. The one in LA is characterized by finding dead peduncles (the stems which bear the bolls), followed by progressive rotting of the
boll from the base to the tip. So far we have not seen these in MS, but they may appear as the season winds down. Help us look for these
and let Dr. McCarty or myself know if you think you have one of these. I suspect that the new “disease” being noted in LA is the result of
stinkbug damage to the peduncle, but I have no proof of my idea. This insect causes similar symptoms in vegetable crops.
Nematodes have been a very visible problem this year. Sidedress applications of Temik have been made in several fields around
the area, and it will be interesting to see how yields reflect this practice that is relatively new for us. This is a good time to take nematode
samples and get them to the laboratory before the fall rush, however I suggest you wait until the soil is moist before taking them.
Nematodes follow moisture up and down in the soil, so a sample from the top 4 to 6 inches may not give a good reading until after a good
rain.
It’s discouraging to see fields that are 30 to 40 percent open this early, but this is a reality and we will have to live with it. There
is little doubt the harvest will be early this year. In most cases defoliation should be very easy because plants will be ready to drop their
leaves at the first taste of defoliant. Most people I have talked with are planning to use a Dropp-based defoliation mixture, and some may
use this product alone. This is a good choice because of the potential for regrowth this year. With the drought having held the crop back,
there is still a lot of left-over nitrogen in the root zone, and it will cause significant regrowth if rains come prior to harvest.
I don’t believe we will need a high-cost defoliation program because of the condition of the crop, but some irrigated fields may
need follow-up applications where vegetation is lush. A few fields with morninglories and other weeds may need Harvade or ethephon
(Prep and other brands). Roundup may also be an option for these fields, but there may be a problem if the variety is Roundup-Ready, we
don’t seem to know much about this interaction.
Refresh your mind on good decision-making techinques for defoliation timing. The “Nodes Above Cracked Boll” method is one
of the best. Normally, bolls are mature four nodes above the uppermost first position cracked boll. The problem this year is that fields are
not uniform in maturity because of differences in soil type and moisture stress. You will have to reach some happy medium and go for it.
We always have to do this, but this year the differences within a field may be much greater than in most years. I am including with this

letter a “condensed” version of the Plant and Soil Sciences page on defoliation timing. I left out the section on DD60 accumulation in
order to get the other information on one page.
This may be a good year to try for once-over harvest. We will almost certainly be starting the pickers earlier than normal, and
temperatures will likely still be high enough to make the better defoliants work well. Once-over harvest will save you a lot of expense if
you can do it, however don’t hesitate to begin harvesting your best fields that have bolls that will open later. We have gotten used to dry
weather and we may think it will last forever, but things can get nasty very quickly in September.
I have been mapping a lot of fields this year, primarily trying to compare no-till and conventional production methods. Fruit set
and retention have been good on both systems, but I feel the answer will come in the form of how many bolls are carried to harvest. I also
feel that turnout will be better for NT cotton, but only the gin will be able to answer this. If you have adjacent NT and conventional fields
planted to the same variety I would like to come and look at them, and possibly do some mapping just prior to harvest.
Quite a few fields are showing late season populations of whiteflies and aphids that can cause quality problems. Where yield
potential is good it may be justifiable to control these before defoliation, but in some cases the application may not be profitable.
Soybeans:
Variety selection has been the big deal this year, just as it usually is. The best varieties have tolerated the drought amazingly
well. As Group 4 fields mature, some are showing a lot of disease, particularly charcoal rot. Just because it has been dry does not mean
that this problem should be overlooked; take note of those varieties that seemed to “burn” quickly because they may be suffering more
from disease than from drought. We do not need to use varieties that are highly susceptible to disease even if they look good in the
variety trials.
Scout fields closely, particularly where leaves and pods are still green. Worms are being found in some of these fields. Species
include beet and fall armyworms, podworms (bollworms), and loopers. Where yield potential is reasonably good, an application may be
justifiable to control these. Stinkbugs can also cause serious injury now as green pods are filling, and will normally be controlled by the
materials used for worms. Where populations are high, an application specifically for stinkbugs may be justifiable.
Corn:

Yields are not too shabby, considering the lack of water. There is no doubt that yields have been seriously reduced. We may
have to settle for fewer bushels per acre less than we have been making. I know you don’t like it and neither do I, but we knew corn was
capable of hurting us like this in a dry year. Many growers in the southern portion of Mississippi and in our neighboring states are
looking at much worse situations with corn than we are.
Lodging is a problem in some fields because of charcoal rot and corn borer damage. This will make harvesting a lot more
difficult and field losses will be higher than normal in these fields. At least we have not heard the “A” word yet, and I am not going to
say it here.
Rice:

Hot dry years like this are particularly bad for rice milling yields because of sunchecking. There is little we can do except try not
to make it worse than it already is. Cut at moistures a little higher than normal and finish drying the crop slowly in the bin rather than
allowing it to dry rapidly in the field. If we start having low relative humidity levels this problem will be compounded.
As fields mature, scout for stinkbugs and spray if needed to prevent peck levels from running up. We especially need good
quality with prices where they are.
In Conclusion:
This has been a tough year for all of us, and we will all be glad to see it finished. There is a lot riding on what the USDA does in
the way of “disaster” relief. It’s a shame that agriculture cannot be profitable without relying on these measures, but when agriculture is
held in such low regard by the bulk of the population there is little else we can hope for.
The fact that this is an election year may be a plus, but what happens when it’s not an election year? There is a lot of discussion
these days about the lack of young people going into agriculture; in reality we can’t blame them for being scared to take the kinds of risks
you folks have been taking for longer than I want to guess. Agriculture is not only a political issue, it is also a very real issue with regard
to national security. If we can’t feed ourselves, the number of computer chips we make will become insignificant. That’s just “food” for
thought.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

